SERMONS 


FROM      RIVERSIDE 


"WHEN  GOD  SEEMS   LATE" 
". . .   what  happened  to  His  promised  coming? 
Since  the  first  Christians  fell  asleep 3 
everything  remains  exactly  as  it  was  since 
the  beginning  of  creation.  " 

II  Peter  3:4      (Phillips) 

Dr.   Ernest  T.    Campbell 


DECEMBER  5,   1971 


Digitized  by  the  Internet  Archive 

in  2012  with  funding  from 

Princeton  Theological  Seminary  Library 


http://www.archive.org/details/sermonwhengodseeOOcamp 


"WHEN  GOD  SEEMS  LATE" 

\ . .  what  happened  to  His  promised  coming? 
Since  the  first  Christians  fell  asleep  3 
everything  remains  exactly  as  it  was  since 
the  beginning  of  creation.  " 

II  Peter  3:4    (Phillips) 


Advent  is  the  most  fitting  season  of  the  church 
year  in  which  to  examine  the  state  of  our  Christian 
hope.   It's  easy  enough  to  give  Israel  bad  marks  for 
failing  to  keep  alive  in  a  big  way  the  fact  that 
Messiah  would  come.   The  fact  that  only  a  few  shep- 
herds and  some  wandering  astrologers  hailed  Jesus  at 
his  birth  shows  how  faint  that  hope  had  grown. 

What  isn't  so  easy  is  to  recognize  and  confess 
that  the  return  of  Christ  does  not  excite  and  nourish 
the  church  today  as  it  should.   Supposedly  we  take 
Christ  seriously  and  believe  that  he  will  come  again. 
Supposedly  we  reinforce  that  conviction  every  time  we 
partake  of  Holy  Communion:   "As  oft  as  ye  eat  this 
bread  and  drink  this  cup,  you  do  show  forth  the  Lord's 
death  till  he  come."   Supposedly  we  look  forward  with 
Christians  of  every  generation  and  tradition  to  that 
time  when  the  whole  creation  of  God  will  be  invested 
with  unspotted  and  imperishable  glory. 

Supposedly ,  I  fear,  but  not  actually.   Like  the 
scoffers  quoted  in  II  Peter,  many  of  us  are  inclined 
to  ask,  "What  has  happened  to  His  promised  coming? 
Since  the  first  Christians  fell  asleep  everything  re- 
mains exactly  as  it  was . " 


Waiting  -  just  plain  waiting,  can  be  a  trying  ex- 
ercise.  Waiting  can  be  a  crucible  that  envis cerates 
and  consumes  us.   Waiting  for  a  telephone,  waiting  for 
a  son  to  grow  up,  waiting  for  a  ship  to  come  in,  wait- 
ing for  death  to  arrive,  waiting  for  God  to  show  up. 


That  waiting  for  God  --  only  those  who  would  be 
faithful  know  what  a  grind  it  can  be.   "I  wait  for  the 
Lord,"  said  the  Psalmist,  mmy  soul  doth  wait,  and  in 
His  word  do  I  trust."  (Ps  130:5)   I  suspect  that  such 
piety  is  easier  said  than  done.   And  I  doubt  that  the 
Psalmist  always  felt  that  way  about  it. 

No  one  enjoys  being  stood  up,  least  of  all  by  God. 
Why  is  God  so  late?   If  He  is  late  long  enough  we  might 
just  as  well  mark  him  absent!   "What  has  happened  to 
His  promised  coming?   Since  the  first  Christians  fell 
asleep  everything  remains  exactly  as  it  was." 

He  said  it  would  be  a  little  while,  and  He  asked 
us  to  mind  the  store  in  the  meantime.   We  thought  he 
had  simply  gone  out  to  lunch.   But  then  it  turned  into 
a  whole  day.   Now  it  is  like  a  leave  of  absence.   Or 
is  the  absence  without  leave?  He  never  had  our  leave 
to  go. 

How  long,  0  Lord,  how  long?   How  long  do  we  have 
to  wait  for  love  to  triumph  over  hate;  for  swords  to 
be  beaten  into  plowshares ,  and  spears  into  pruning 
hooks;  for  evil  to  be  put  down,  and  put  away,  once  and 
for  all;  for  those  who  curse  thy  name  to  praise  thee; 
for  the  cohesiveness  of  all  creation  to  be  revealed? 
How  long?   How  long?   How  long  until  Missiah  comes 
again  as  triumphant  judge  and  redeemer  to  prove  our 
hope  that  existence  cannot  ultimately  defy  its  own 
norm? 


As  one  who  finds  this  waiting  hard  to  take  I  con- 
fess to  two  temptations.   At  times  I  am  tempted  to  be- 
come cynical.   "Since  the  first  Christians  fell  asleep 
everything  remains  as  it  was."   Like  the  writer  of 
Ecclesiastes , I  am  frequently  inclined  to  feel  that  all 
is  vanity,  that  there  is  really  nothing  new  under  the 
sun.   I  almost  agree  in  secret  with  the  man  who  told 
me  that  he  never  reads  a  newspaper  anymore  because  the 
same  old  things  continue  to  happen  again  and  again  -- 
they  just  happen  to  different  people. 
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Why  is  it  that  every  plus  we  achieve  carries  with 
it  its  own  built-in  minus?  We  lick  childhood  diseases 
and  then  go  on  to  suffer  over-population.   We  invent 
television  and  drown  a  whole  society  in  mindless  enter- 
tainment.  We  establish  a  democracy  and  arouse  expec- 
tations on  which  we  cannot  deliver.   We  build  impres- 
sive cities  and  then  take  to  our  apartments  behind 
bolted  doors  afraid  to  venture  out. 

So  what  else  is  new? 

"Right  forever  on  the  scaffold, 
Wrong  forever  on  the  throne." 
All  things  continue  as  they  were.   I  find  myself  sym- 
pathizing with  that  line  from  Rosencrantz  and  Guilden- 
stern  Are  Dead;   "Don't  clap  too  loudly--it's  a  very 
old  world. "  1 

When  cynicism  strikes  I  find  it  easier  to  trust 
the  world  to  come  or  the  world  within  than  to  sustain 
a  serious  involvement  in  the  world  that  is.   "Since 
the  first  Christians  fell  asleep  everything  remains 
exactly  as  it  was."  No  man's  effort  makes  a  difference, 

At  other  times  I  am  tempted  when  wearied  of  wait- 
ing for  God  to  believe  in  programs  that  are  more  mod- 
est in  scope  and  that  hold  out  promise  of  more  imme- 
diate fulfillment.   Someone's  seven  year  plan.   A  two- 
phase  attack  on  inflation.   A  literacy  campaign.   A 
drive  on  cancer.   Welfare  reform.   Arms  control.   The 
reformation  of  the  church.   When  the  ultimate  hope 
fails  to  turn  me  on  I  have  a  way  of  attaching  myself 
to  pen-ultimate  causes  and  crusades. 

In  so  doing  I  become  dangerously  like  those  Uto- 
pian types  and  romantics  in  our  society  who  under- 
estimate sin  and  over-estimate  man's  capacity  for  prog- 
ress.  "What  has  happened  to  His  promised  coming?  Since 
the  first  Christians  fell  asleep  everything  remains 
exactly  as  it  was . " 


One  of  the  most  helpful  insights  that  the  late 
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Reinhold  Niebuhr  gave  us  in  his  magnum  opus ,  The 
Nature  and  Destiny  of  Man,  is  to  be  found  in  these  two 
sentences:   "Against  utopianism  the  Christian  faith 
insists  that  the  final  consummation  of  history  lies 
beyond  the  conditions  of  the  temporal  process.  Against 
other-worldliness  it  asserts  that  the  consummation 
fulfills,  rather  than  negates,  the  historical  pro- 
cess .  "^ 

Against  utopianism,  that  is,  against  the  view. 
that  somehow  by  putting  together  all  the  programs  that 
we  enact  we  will  be  able  to  effect  the  arrival  of  the 
kingdom,  the  Scriptures  teach  that  the  end  will  come 
from  beyond  and  without.   As  the  Apostle's  Creed  has 
it,  "He  ascended  into  heaven  and  sitteth  on  the  right 
hand  of  God  the  Father  Almighty;  from  thence  he  shall 
come..."   The  consummation  involves  a  coming  again  in- 
to history.   It  is  not  ours  to  "work  up"  the  kingdom 
of  God,  or  "bring  in"  the  kingdom  of  God  or  even  to 
"build"  the  kingdom  of  God.   Such  terms  are  foreign  to 
the  Scriptures.   The  kingdom  of  God  cannot  be  taken  by 
violence.   We  cannot  force  it  into  being  by  our  prog- 
rams, however  visionary. 

Jesus  said,  "In  the  world,  ye  shall  have  tribula- 
tion.  But  be  of  good  cheer,  for  I  have  overcome  the 
world."   (Jno.  16:33)   He  came  the  first  time  like  a 
root  out  of  dry  ground,  which  means  that  he  came  in 
the  midst  of  conditions  not  considered  too  congenial 
to  his  coming.   He  shall  come  again  in  like  manner. 

"Against  other-worldliness,"  against  that  cyni- 
cism that  would  negate  all  human  effort,  "the  Chris- 
tian faith  asserts  that  the  consummation  fulfills, 
rather  than  negates,  the  historical  process."  Our  prox- 
imate and  tentative  goals ,  our  modest  endeavors  for 
the  bettering  of  society  are  the  stuff  of  which  the 
final  triumph  will  be  made.   It  is  true  that  human  sin 
and  suffering  can  only  be  alleviated  not  eliminated. 
But  that  very  alleviation  belongs  to  the  vision  of  the 
kingdom  of  God.   Our  hope  for  the  return  of  Christ 
should  not  in  any  way  lessen  our  involvement  in  the 
ongoing  life  of  the  world. 


Karl  Barth  put  it  this  way:   "It  is  this  corrupt- 
ible which  is  to  put  on  in corrupt ion ,  this  mortal 
which  is  to  be  clothed  with  immortality  (I  Cor.  15:54), 
If  the  Christian  has  hope  of  this  future,  how  can  the 
corruptible  and  mortal  be  for  him  a  sphere  of  hopeless- 
ness which  he  can  only  abandon  as  a  temporary  station 
to  be  vacated  as  quickly  as  possible  and  with  the  most 
vociferous  exclamations  of  horror?   If  he  does  not 
serve  the  Lord  here  and  now  in  the  time  still  given  to 
the  world  and  himself,  what  prospect  is  there  for  his 
future  service  'in  righteousness,  innocence  and  bless- 
edness'?  Is  it  not  his  ministry  in  this  world  which 
is  to  be  exalted  to  eternal  light ?"3 

Love's  labors  are  not  lost.   Tillich  was  saying 
the  same  thing  when  he  said:   "Church  history  is  at 
no  point  identical  with  the  kingdom  of  God  and  at  no 
point  without  manifestation  of  the  kingdom  of  God."^" 
It  does  indeed  matter  to  the  Coming  One  that  the  illit- 
erate learn  to  read;  that  poverty  -  inducing  inflation 
be  overcome;  that  cancer  be  conquered;  that  needy 
people  receive  enough  to  live  on;  that  arms  control  be 
achieved;  that  the  church  heal  itself  in  order  the 
better  to  minister  to  others. 

Even  though  the  results  of  our  efforts  are  frag- 
mentary at  best,  they  do  indeed  belong  to  the  final 
vision  of  history.   We  must  concentrate  on  whatever 
is  true;  whatever  is  honorable;  whatever  is  just; 
whatever  is  pure;  whatever  is  lovely;  whatever  is  gra- 
cious.  We  must  think  and  act  on  these  things  for  of 
such  is  the  kingdom  of  God. 


"What  happened  to  His  promised  coming?   Since  the 
first  Christians  fell  asleep  everything  remains  ex- 
actly as  it  was."  Apparently  there  were  people  in  the 
early  church,  only  a  generation  or  so  removed  from  the 
resurrection  of  Christ,  who  felt  this  way.  How  much  ■ 
more  likely  it  is  that  we  who  live  this  far  from  that 
event  should  have  such  feelings?   But  whoever  wrote 
II  Peter  was  intent  that  that  mood  should  be  broken  and 
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that  this  heresy  should  be  exposed.   He  goes  on  in  the 
same  chapter  to  talk  about  the  difference  between 
clock-time  and  kingdom-time.   One  day  is  with  the  Lord 
as  a  thousand  years  and  a  thousand  years  as  one  day. 
When  God  seems  late  he  really  isn't.   As  Habakkuk  an- 
nounced it  years  ago,  "For  still  the  vision  waits  its 
time;  it  hastens  to  the  end--it  will  not  lie."  (Hab.2:3) 

We  who  love  Jesus  Christ  are  to  perform  in  the 
world  and  for  the  world  the  watchman  function,  alert- 
ing ourselves  and  all  men  that  the  end  draws  near. 
Some  of  us  are  familiar  with  C.S.  Lewis'  Narnia  tales. 
If  so,  you  will  recall  that  Asian  is  the  lion  figure 
who  represents  Christ  throughout.   At  one  point  in 
these  stories  Asian  is  asked:   "What  do  you  mean  by 
soon?"   He  replies:   "I  call  all  times  soon."^  Even 
so  come,  Lord  Jesus! 
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